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In early February, the Panamanian police implicated a local human rights group in the discovery of
two large caches of weapons and munitions in Panama. The police accusation, however, provoked
angry responses by local grass roots groups that the government is launching a smear campaign
to discredit organizations that have been demanding state compensation for the US invasion
of Panama in 1989. On Feb. 6, Panamanian police found two separate caches of weapons they
described as "a war arsenal." Police seized a total of 102 AK-47 rifles, 23 rocket-propelled grenade
launchers, 1,716 pounds of plastic explosives, 21,000 rounds of ammunition, communications
equipment, and instruction booklets on guerrilla warfare.
The first stockpile of weapons was found by accident during a police narcotics search when
ammunition and grenades hidden in a steamroller earmarked for export to Ecuador exploded.
The explosion occurred in a warehouse in Puerto de Cristobal in the province of Colon as the
agents attempted to open the machine with an acetylene torch, killing three people and injuring
27 others. That same day police raided a warehouse on the outskirts of Panama City and found a
second weapons cache. Although investigators did not rule out the possibility that the weapons were
meant for Ecuador, they said the majority of the weapons were most likely headed for Colombian
guerrillas linked to drug cartels in that country, and that they likely came from either Nicaragua or
El Salvador.
Other versions of the arms' destination included the Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac Amaru
rebels in Peru and the Ecuadoran Alfaro Vive Carajo guerrillas. Nevertheless, shortly after the Colon
blast, the police announced that they were searching for Gustavo Lopez, a member of a Panamanian
human rights group Coordinadora Popular de los Derechos Humanos (COPODEHUPA) for
suspected links to the weapons caches. In fact, Gabriel Castro, director of the Technical Judicial
Police (Policia Tecnica Judicial, PTJ), openly accused COPODEHUPA and the student group
Federacion Estudiantil Revolucionaria of financing the activities of a clandestine rebel group in
Panama, the Movimiento de Liberacion Nacional (MLN-29). COPODEHUPA is a humanitarian
organization working out of the populous San Miguelito district of Panama City, one of the hardest
hit by the 1989 US invasion. The organization, headed by Catholic priest Conrado Sanjur, is working
to force the US government to reimburse the thousands of victims of the US invasion for their losses.
The US government and the Panamanian Supreme Court have repeatedly rejected demands by
COPODEHUPA and other groups that indemnization be granted for the loss of life and property as
a result of the invasion. Nevertheless, COPODEHUPA is still pursuing the issue in the local courts.
According to Conrado Sanjur, the government is simply attempting to undermine the efforts of
COPODEHUPA and other groups that are working in favor of people affected by the US invasion.
(Sources: Notimex, 02/06/95; Reuters, 02/07/95; Agence France-Presse, 02/07/95, 02/12/95, 02/13/95;
Inter Press Service, 02/07/95, 02/08/95, 02/11/95, 02/13/95)
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